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woman has been identified as "the mule of tke world," f

"have emerged from the hell of force and temptatibn which

the black maxle has been unable to flnd adequjﬁe employment

INTRODUCTION

~ . . ' g

Alice Walker points.out that in folklore, the black:

because she has "been handed the burdens that everyone else-
\ o

everyone else-refused\to carry." Walker further’ states: .
‘ ’ - N ' - / ;o

When we have pleaded for understanding, our

character has been distorted; when we have
asked for simple caring, we have begen. handed
empty inspirational appellations, then stuck

in the farthest corner. When we have asked

for love, we have been given children.l _ é/
uld

W.E.B. DuBois declared that "No other woman on eayth o

engulfed and still surrounds. Black women in America/with

half the modesty and womanliness that . they retain."2 The

black woman‘s\history in America is .a, testimgny gf her

P

w1lllné€ess to sacriflce her body, her pride, h r goals,

and her talents for the ‘survival of the B} ck Family. when -

or any employment to support his famlly, iq has been the
)

black woman, usually working as a domestic}/who has kept

/-
bread on the table and a roof over the he7d of the Black

famlly, whlle 31multaneously fulfilling her role as mother
' ' 3

lalice Walker, "In Search of Our Mother's Gardens," Y
in Southern Exposure, Volume ¥V, Number 4, p. 63,

-

24.E.B. DuBois, .Darkwater: Voice From Withln the Veil
(New York Schocken Books, 1921), p.‘185
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of her own family. such sacrlflces do not suggest that the -

’

black woman ‘is a "superwoman,f but rather one who places

-
v

the ldve for her family above all else.
In hei autobiography, Ossie Guffy“conpluded:

Grandma -didn't know she was strang. She just -~

knew she had to do what she had to do, so she

did it and found out it could be done. Grand-

pa didn'€ know he was weak. He just thought

he gouldn't do what he had to do, so what was

the use of trying. Besides, Grandma aways

' saw to it that, somehow, the family survived.
Lots- of Black people fall back on the comforting
thought thdt the Lord will provide. To a black.
mdn, I suspect that the Lord is-a black woman. . . |

Guffy's perception'suggésts what historically may "be viewed

'as the nature of the black male-female welationship in

)

America, due to the socioeconomic restraints on the black .

male. Therefore, it seems cruel and ironic that as more Co

o

black women escape the confinements of domestic labor .and

* -

squeeze their way into the slowly dEVeloping ‘cracks in
tradlalonal and non—tradltlonal female dccupatlons, they °°

.often find that thelr "sqccess is detrimental to, rather;*.
than ingtrumental ln,facllltatlng their communlcatyon with
the black male. Black feminists, such as Mlche}e Wallace,
believe that Black males and fenales, are furth,\er apa;:t' today
than they have ever been. |

Objective | ' : .

Using aspects of contemporary conflict theory as a 5}

tool>for,analysis, the objective of this paper ’ill be to

’

’

Jossie Guffy, Ossie: The Autobiography of a Black wOman{
as told to Caryl Leédner (New York: Bantam Books), 1371, p. 3.

v
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provide.a blac¢k maré}perception of the current state of
communlcatlon hetween the black male and ‘the .black profesalonal
woman. The position. taken in this paper ‘will be supported
by data from the author's doctoral dxssertation study entitled,
THE DENVER, COLORADO AREA BLACK PROFESSIONAL/BUSINESSWOMAN S
\PERCEPTION OF HER COMMUNICATION WITH THE BLACK MALE. " This
paper will be limited to a brief analysis of the particlpanes
self-perception and the effect of the black male's ego on

communication betwéen the black .professional woman and the

v

black male.

An Overview of the Dissertation Study
¥

.- N F .
The study consisted of taped interviews of approximately

one hour in length. These interviews were centered around

P

a series of open-ended questions. Fifty.Qenver, Colorado

’ o
- area black professional /businesswomen participated in the
study. The fifty participants represenfed\forty differeet
oceupationsi Forty-six percent of the participants were
mafried, four percént‘wefe separated,'tWenty—fouf percent
were_divorced, and twenty-six peréeht Were,singleﬂ. The
- participants? median educational level was approximately ,

19 years. Sixty-two percentiof éhe participants' had

annual salaries between $10-15,000.
: °® .

v

- .
Among other things, the study sought. to asgertain the

Aparticipants' self-perception and their perception of the

areas in which communication problems with the black male

would most likely occur. . All of the participants perceived

'

-
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themselves as haviﬁg a very positivelbelf concept. The
partiCLpants 1dent1fied four major potential problem areas:

The black male ego, the Whlte fema;e, financial matters,

and differences of goals and values.

~

-
-

The Participants' éelf-PerceptienS'
. ' b )

¢
‘All of the participants had very positive self-concepts. -

These perceptlons Were strongest in ma&ters related to their

'

perceptlon of their job performance, potential for advance-
. ment, and feeling good about themeelves as a person. all of
tHe participants perceived themselves as being intelligent—

and'physically_atgractive. N;pety—four percent of the \

P-4

-

participents perceived themselves as being assertive. Six
percent felt that they were aggressive., Ninety-four per- C
cent of the participants also preferred to be recognized as
a womag)gn a social situation rather than as- a professional -
person. These women stated that their_fehininity was im-
portant aﬁd that they enjoyed beirlg "treated liRe a’lady;:
and felt that such treatment in no way subtracted f;om their - .
professionel qual?fications. ?he 8ix perceht of the pigti—
- cipants w?o wanteé to be recognized as prégeseionels=(these
_ \ - .

) : A - ¢
were not the same six percent who felt thit they were ag-

» . -

gressive) felt that their feminine qualities were obvious;
they wanted everyone to know that their positive qualities’

. ex tended beyond their physical appearance. \Professionqlly,

all of the participants perceived the@selves as being ‘above -

L4
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average in.their pgpfession. Seventy-eight percent of the
! 1

fifty had plans for achieving goals Ssyond their current

1

'professionai level. The majority.of the participants stated
P

that they ‘were always looking for new opportunities for

.,

career advancement and were’%yﬁfk to take advantage of such

“

opéortunitiés when they were available. - y

. A

~ L)

.The Participants' Perception of the Black Male's Ego

. , . .
Eigth-six percent of the participanté.héd a~positive : /
’image of t;eéﬁlack male, However,'alhost all of Fhe'pa:pici-
panté stated that the black ﬁ;ie's ego was the number one
item which.caused communication problems in a male-'femaj’l‘é“~
d?édicﬂrelationship. The black-male's/eﬁa was perceiveé as
‘ being: his Jpride" and/or his perception of "the male role"
in a mélé-female relétiOnship.' The participants peréeived
the ego as beiné both.gositive and negative depending on
whether it was the motivation for a positive self-concept or
the rationéle for "running~a game" or attempting to "control"

L 4

the black female. - : B .

A}
LA

Almost all of the di&orcg@ women stated’ that their
marriages had been affected by their~ex-husbahd's ego. The
divorcees pointed ou£ that there was often a difference in
,Eheir perception and their ex-husband's perceétion of the
roles in their relationship. The ihdicﬁtions were that the oy
ex-husband felt that as "the man" of the Qouse he had or
should have had privileges that the wife did not have. He

determined what was right for both of them.  Most of the

.

1 . '\(
\ ‘ . .
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diverced women claimed that their ex-husband had a difficult
time admitting when he}waé wrong;
! .. .

Married women, also, indicated what their husband's
ego was a major problem in their comﬁun;catlon. " Their situ-
ations were different, hOWEVer, 31qbe most qf them had,
developed methode of coping with the problem. One‘marrleq
woman commented: "I really don;t;pey himcany attention. * I

let him rage until he gets it off his chest and then I can

. v \ ] -
deal w1th him. " Another commented: "He needs to feel like.
. ) . v . N
he is in control to feel like a man, so I let him." Althoug;\\\

the majority of the marrled women had learned to cope with

Q

‘their husband's egos, they also indicated that such a com-

) .
promise meant that they were placing their intelligence and

_ abllltles in the background in order to keep peace in the

1]

home. One marrled woman who was about to complete her
AN

"Ph.D., said -that she had talkeq it /oveér with her husband,

whe hae a B.A., to find out how he felt they should be

~

addressed in public when she received her degree. His

response was: "Mr. and Mrs. will be fine."
B ’

The black male's ego was a special problem for a majority

,of the single women since most of them had not "found anybody."

However, the,majority of the eingle women were not willing to
submit to the wiil of a man who was not peﬁceived as haviég

a good self-concept. The siggle women appeared to have the
most pride and ‘were less willing to gompromise than the

married or divdrced women. .One single woman commented:

g




~ "I dop'# plan to,puﬁlmyéelf through a bunch of. ehanges for
: ' . : , . '
any man." Most of the single women'appeared to he searching.

for the 1deal black male who had a- good self-concept and

M @

would allow them the same rlghts and privileq?s he had. R
There was a general agreement amdng the SLngle and dlvorced ‘
“women that they did not have the slightest 1dea where to ‘.
¢ ’ - start Look;ng for such a man. :ﬁ '. ' ’ N |
“o " ' The majordty of the participants squested.that°the |

ree

‘:~ black males which they. came in contact with .indicated a
need to feel that they were in centES} of the relationship
éde%me'not overshadowed by the female. This-appeared to
. . cré&fe problems in matters relating to dlfferences in" the
“u : lcoqples income anghjob status. One marrled’WOman who was e
high®#y skilled in a rare technical field, stated that she
has only allowed to work,paﬁt time so that she would not
make more money than her husband, w“e was’ an engineer. |
Another marrled woman commented that the most difficult time
during their marriage had been a.two-yeam period in which
her husband had beaeen anemployed and she had supporteddihe
: family . Another married woman who had two’
masters degrees, plus thirty six additidnaL_c;edit ho&rs,
sﬁated that she had not pursued a Ph.D. because her husband's

#

lego would not be able to tolorate‘.

The .married women who had developed copingbbﬂills to

. -
hold their marriages together admitted that it was usually

y A
[ a choice between their marriage and their personal goals

\
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' yé&*;e so damn smart!' Nobody can tell you anything."

[
and ambitions:. Their ¢o§ing often included "playing dumb"

-
o

<o ~ o ..
and not questioning actions taken by their husband when it

was obvious that his-actiods were inappropriéteﬂ"The maﬁor-
) , : . :

ity of the divorcees had not been able to accept and/or
» ' .' ‘l -
master these coping skills. .Several ‘women who were divorced.

admitted they could not stand by silently and ‘watch things

ﬁéppgn that were not beneficial to the relationship and/or'

! .

the family without expressing their disapproval. THese re-

v

- gponses were often met with comments such as: " "You. think

t

Sevefhl‘éf the aivdfced and’ single women admitted they -
hq& started trying to avo%d_mentioqing their qccupation as
qug as possible when they met a black male for the firstv

-tfhe. THis taetjc was an attempt to let the black male ‘get

to know her as a person before stereotyping or making general-

L

.

izations about her based on her occupation. Women in manage-
_ment and engineering felt a strong bias because of their

_careers. Both single and married women mentioned having men

i

R . : . : L
"hack off" from them once their occupation wak known. - One

© s

. . . - . » ) .
divorcee stated that she was  rejected by a black male who,:

afgpr learning her qccugitipﬁliftated that h?‘wa§ not looking'
" for an }ntellec;ual.bhallengg jdét éjgood male-fepale re-A J
_lationsﬁfp. All:ﬁf the’ women -interviewed agreed that thg;e‘
‘ . og "desirable'eliéibie black males."

» ¥ e

is a definite shortage

v |
\ ~ > d.l '

.




Is There a Problem? ' ;\b

' . L ; ) " " . .
v Eighty-six percent of the participants in the study .
s ' . ' '.:Y,“' . . .
.had a positive perception of the'black male. All of the .

~participants expressed d desire to have "a meaningful re- ! \

A

" lationship" with . a black male. kowever,'these positivé; -

factors-did not eliminate commﬁnication-conflict: Frost

* and W;lmot define confllct as beipg . o
An expressed strgggle betwqan at least two
interdependent parties, whuo gerceive -incom-
_ patible goals, sacred rewards, and inter
ference from the other party in achlev1nq_ _
.their goals. They are in a‘'position of . : .
OppOSltlon in con]¥nctlon with qooperatlon. /
v ' ¢
Miller and-Simon pe@nt out that confllct is not easxly deflned,

‘55

nor is it easy to differentiate conflict from related terms

such as "hOStlllty," "dxsagreemeﬂt, "lncompatlblllty, "dompe-

tition," and "misunderstanding."3 , ‘
While Frost and Wilmot's definition of conflict seems to

descrlbe'the status of current communicatlon between the black

male and the black profeSSLOnal woman,.the term conflldt was
& seldom used by the partic¢ipants in the study to describe the
1 ‘ 1 3

.state of their communicatlon w1th the black male. Crosby Co

t .

° - 4Joyce Hocker Frost and Wllllam W. Wllmot, Interpersenal N
Conflict, (Dubuque, Ia.: Wm. C. Brown Ca., 19787, p.. 9.
— - . . : N : -

- ® 5Gerald R, Miller and Herbert W. Simbhs} Perﬁbectlves on

—  Communication in Social Conflict, Sponsored by Speech Communi-
cation Assoclation, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
Inc. 1974), p. 7. ' ' » «

L)




points out:

There is a popular societal tabop aganist con- ‘|

flict,  particularly marital conflict. The taboo

is not explicit; it is implicit. The word con-=-
flict cgnjures up. negative connotations due to-

our historical view that conﬁlict is morally K
. wrong.

\
»

This perception was verfied in "The His{torical('OVerview of Black

Male-Female Relations" in theudissertation study.

[2)

N

Crosby further declares: *

A cultural traditiOn which, for whateVer histori-
cally tonditipned reasons, considers conflitt

) morally wrong will encourage the suppreSSion and

repression of conflict thus laying a foundation.

for misunderstanding resentment, anger, hostility,

hatred, and misplaced aggression.

These manifestationsaof black male-female conflict form the

f~nucleus of the literature and rhetoric of the black ﬂmnnist.
While the participants pereeption of the difficulties of

establishing and/or maintaining a meaningful dyadic relation-
ship with a black male suggest the, degree of communication
conflict Wwhich existsabetween ‘the black male and the ‘black
professional woman,.what‘mayébe of greater signifiCance than
the verification that the conflict,exists; i% insight into
its probable causes and ‘resolution. |

The analysis of the data from the study Suggests that

o

- many of the participants were not cognizant of the* potential
. ’ .

_ 6John F. Crosby, "Conflict‘Resolution: An Entree into
the Self," in Process in Relationship by Edward A. Powers
and Mary W. Lees,' (St. Paulrs West Pub. Co., 1974), p. 128,

7ibid.

. 17
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impact of the structure of the confli&t on its outcoma qor

had they developed the strategles and tactics needed for &I

|

) fesolving thelr confllcts Wlth the black male. Dlvorced

and single-wbmen rndlcated that'they were unaware OF or

-

understlmated thelr potentlal to structure and influence
thelr communlcatLOn confllct WLth the- black male. The
marrled woménp who a%pitted developlng "COplng skills,

were more cognizant of theit ablllty to lnfluence confllct

\structure, however, the majority of the married women‘appeared

P

to'be‘ﬁ6n§ervative,in'thé exercise of their potential power.

" .
N \\
v
¢

.contribute to the termlnatlon of the relatiqpshi

-lﬁThe eingle and di'vorced women's pe;ﬁbﬁ%ion Qf\bsfng limited
in determining the structure of their communication conflict

‘may have been partlally due to the bellef that they ‘had few .

»

-

choices whlch would not lntenslfy the confllct agd possibly

Frost. and

Wilmot claim that "the selection of your choftes leads to un-

certain outcomes. You\gzke moves without full awareness of
co

the strueture of the lict."8 The perceived shortage of

"eligible, desiraU?D\ black males" may have been a further

deterrent to the partlclpants asserting themselves and feellng
2

that they had several choices in determining and/or 1nfluenc1nq .

the strycture of their communication conflic¢t. Although-the

mar;ied women had mates, several married women expressed concern

\4 - v

8Frost and Wilmot, p.\73. oo .
) \ . S ~
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about being too assertive in conflict -and possibly "drivfhg"

their husbandé‘to other women.

" The "'possibility of severe pénalties for ‘making unacceptable

choices in attempting to strfcte their communication conflict

1

~'with biack-males'appears to have béen a majog'concernlfor the.
" majority of the'participgnts. Such restrictions suggest that
| the black professional women in all three marita£~cqtegori¢§
. . . péy_tend to choosé a "1o% hassle" strategy to avoid the possi-
bility of méking the "wreng chdice"_in structurind their con-

v

‘ - flict with the black male, thereby injuring his ego an affect-

ing their ability to communicate and/or destroy their relation-
ship. ) _ ' ' .

In addition to not having developed effectiye strafegies .

and tactics for resolving their conflict wi%h the 'black male,

'1’."‘9.
=

the participants also indicated cqnflicts in goals gnd'valhes.
The majority of black males were. perceived as being preOCcﬁé;ed.
with cars, féshionable glothiﬂé, their male image, and related_
\ "items which miéht,gffect theif social image. Single quep

P ‘ perceived most black males as simély Being interested in'"havihg
a qobd time." Divorced women percéived black males as lacking
drive and ambition. These pfecogceivéd differenQes iﬁ goals
and values have the potential of not only determining the type
of éommunicétioﬁ comflictrthat Qill occur between thé black

male and female, but also the structuring of the conflict.
. h \

g - . - J
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The majority ‘of the participants were unable to clearly
artlculate their goals and values in anything  other than
~general descrlptlons. Accordlng to Frost and Wllmot, "even '
when people say what they want, they neglect the 'how do we
get there part of the statement. w3 suggesting ¢hat the ful-
flllment of one's goals requlres not only. clearly deflnedJ

goals, but also a deflnite plan of actlon.

1
-

Structurlng the confllct, hav1ng clear goals and values,
developing strategies and tactics, and effective use of power
are all means“to the same end, conflict resolution. Problem
solv1ng is normally dependent upon acqulrlng a. clear under-
standlng of the conditions which created the problem, a desmre.
to resolve the conflict, and acceptable strategies and tactlcs
by which the conflict can be resolved. )

Miller and Sipons argue that "some apparent conflicts
_turn out to be pseudo-conflicts,” claiming that "with a bit
of,dialogue, it is discovereo that therelis no real incompati--*
bility or interest."10 while the[data from this study is not
gufficient to asbertain the percentage of the participants'
conflicts which may be:classified as pseudo-conflicts, some
of the perceived conflicts may be more appropriately classic

fied under the pseudo~conflict heading.

This study suggests the strong influence -~of cultural

.9Frost and Wilmot, pp. 86-87. '

i0Miller and Simons, p. 178. .




conditioning of -the participants'«perceptions, goals, values, '
. ‘ and communication strategies.,’ It was clé;? that the black
~ professional woman still perceives the black male as being
the "head" of the family and expresses no desire to ta
over this function. The study further implies that extensive
demographicgﬁata provides a valuable means of revealing sub~
‘ .cultural differencee\which may be critical to the selection
. of_communication strategies and-predicting the .types of com-
munication problemsﬁof black professional women fnxnvarnmm;sub~
cultural backgrqunds. |
‘ There are also indications that first generation black
professional women face unigue problems in maintaining effec-
tive communication in two subcultures while developing neY

L

communication strategies to communicate effectively with

males in their ney professional environment and those in®their .
‘forner environnent. Such individual problems underscore.thé
Jimportance of avoiding broad generalizations about black
profegsional women and perceiving them as individuals who
are members of a racial/cultural group rather than as aninr
distinguishable part of their rac1al/cultural/occupatiOnal ‘
group. |

‘ wWwhile it is apparent that the black professional woman

facas unique communication problems in her dyadic relation-

'Y ship with the black male, this study produced no concrete
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~ . evidence that such communication barriers will lead to the
. ) : " e .

*

deterigration of black male-femalg*relations. However,,

it is cleax that effective communication betweén the black
R 4

-male amithe bladk professiona% woman will require the de-
velopment of new communication strategies and tactlcs by
. ' both partles. It is also clear that the lmplementation of

’ new communicatlon strategies necessitates a re-ex&minatlon

_of the black male and female roles in a dyadic relationship.

Jean Noble‘believes that the American family is under-

\

going revolutiBna:y change. She comments-

The ummt'headcﬁfthe family' 1sxxmme asaaubdeldT
A Ford. Inthepastthlstermmeantthatallfinal
: decmslons were made by the man. [t.often meant that
the man's needs were placed ahead of those of his
wife. Today many couples reject this family model,
thOUghtgome_Still think black men |need to be authorltarian.ll

It is this emefging dual perception, the modern versus the
traditional, which is being challenged by societal changes

and the increasing number of black professional women.

| i

R While the long range effect of a given change may be
\ .

positlve, its initial influence maT.beknegative.' Beals
points out:

whenever individuals encounter new situations, the
possibility arises that the sQlution which they
apply to the problem will be improper, thaf it will
offend an? annoy others instead of- drawlng their

. agmxwal

L]
L]

r

. sl . .
1ljeanne Noble, Beautiful, Also, Aggfthe Souls of My Black Sisters:

A History of ‘the Black woman in America (Bnglewood Cliffs, N.J.:

Prentice~Ball, Inc., 1978), pp. 336. - o .

123120 R. Beals, Culture ‘in Progress (New York: Holt, Rhinehart
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Beals' analysis suggesl:.S'ém- explanation for the current black male- - . .
- female communication oonflict resulting from rapi_c/jl societal changes in
3 the traditional irale—female relationsHip. , Understanding and develop-
ing effecﬁve coumunication strategies to cope with these changes will
strengthen and preserve effective ocmnumcatlon betueen the black .

professional woman and the blagk male.
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